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Kelli Johnson:
It is September 10th, 2021, this is Kelli Johnson, I'm doing an oral history interview with Mr. Bill Smith as
a part of the National Parks Service Civil Rights Era and Appalachia Grant. So thank you very much, Mr.
Smith. We'll start with some general questions. Would you go ahead and state your full name and if you
need to spell some things?
William Smith:
Okay. It's William Austin Smith Sr., and my birthdate is January 7, 1952.
Kelli Johnson:
Why'd your parents pick that name for you?
William Smith:
Well, there's no particular reason, we have very common names, and my oldest brother was Robert,
which was the Junior, he was Robert Paul, but he was the Junior of my father, and the rest of the boys
were William and Stan and Charles. Charles was named after his Uncle Charles. So they had common
names, and William just seemed to be one they picked, William Austin.
Kelli Johnson:
So it was nobody in particular they named you after?
William Smith:
No, no.
Kelli Johnson:
Do you have a nickname?
William Smith:
Bill or Billy, they called me Billy when I was a kid. Bill, when I got grown.
Kelli Johnson:
Nobody dares call you Billy now, right?
William Smith:
I think the ones from Huntington, you'll still hear them say Billy.
Kelli Johnson:
Where and when were you born? You told us your birthday.
William Smith:
I was born here in Huntington and I think it was St. Mary's Hospital, because Cabell Huntington was built
in 1952, the year I was born, so I think it was at St. Mary's.
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Kelli Johnson:
You were raised in Huntington?
William Smith:
Yes, yes.
Kelli Johnson:
What are some of your earliest childhood memories?
William Smith:
Well, I remember growing up on 10th Avenue, we lived in a duplex house across the street from Joe
Slash, who was the first Black superintendent in Cabell County, and the state of West Virginia for that
matter. It had to be 100 kids on that block and we would play marbles in the dust, because we trampled
the grass so much, we just had dust in front of the house. I also lived next door to Dr. AK Elliot, who was
the dentist, and his wife there who always just took care of us. The neighborhood just watched
everybody, so that's my fondest memories. We would have on Friday night in the summer, they would
bring the ice cream makers with the rock salt and that type of stuff, and all the neighbors would make
ice cream for the kids. They would have a big block party.
Kelli Johnson:
That's a beautiful memory. So you talked a little bit about the Fairfield neighborhood, what was it like
when you were a child?
William Smith:
Oh, it was full of kids, and you identified with the street you lived on. There was 10th Avenue and then
there was the square, Washington Square, and there were kids who lived on Primrose Street, which was
across 16th street and so on. But you stayed in your neighborhood, you could roam, but you just didn't
cross the big streets. So we knew, you identified with where you lived, but everybody knew everybody.
If you went off target, if you got past the street before you got home, your parents would know that you
had done it. My father always had this trick, "Where you been?" Just waiting to see if you're going to tell
the truth. I didn't realize he was doing that until I got a little older, I said, "I may as well tell the truth, he
already knows where you've been."
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah, Dave Harris told me that, because where he went to Douglass and all the teachers lived in the
neighborhood, you couldn't really get away with anything.
William Smith:
They would come by your house and tell on you.
Kelli Johnson:
So where did you go to school?
William Smith:
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I went to Barnett Elementary. The first thing, I was in Kindergarten that Mrs. Nichols ran out of her
home, which was across the alley from us, and I went there as probably a three or four year old before
the 1st grade, because kindergarten was not everywhere, it was not required. So I entered school at age
five in the 1st grade at Barnett Elementary, which no longer exists, but it was on the corner of 16th
Street and 8th Avenue. Then I went to Oley Junior High, which no longer exists, but that was down on
5th Avenue and 15th Street, I believe it was. Then I went to Huntington High, the old Huntington High
School. Graduated in 1969.
Kelli Johnson:
You talked a little bit about ice cream making and playing marbles and all that, what are some other
things that you enjoyed doing as a child?
William Smith:
Well, we liked to play hide and seek, and especially at dusk it was Mother May I or Red Light/Green
Light. We played that dusk, because you had to be on the porch when the streetlights came on, that was
just an unwritten rule. We played on the street and it was just a bunch of us, Reverend Ritchie and his
children down the street. Reverend Ritchie was the pastor at First Baptist Church, and the Hays's, the
Zigler's had about 10 kids, the Merrill twins were there. It was just a whole aray of children, it was
unbelievable. I look back at how many kids just lived in the one block that we lived on.
Kelli Johnson:
That's wonderful. Did you have any particular role models as a child?
William Smith:
Yes, Reverend Charles Smith was very prominent, and he lived on Dalton Avenue, and we just knew
about him. I was a Methodist, I grew up a Methodist, my father took us to Ebenezer Methodist Church. I
joined First Baptist when I got married in '76. But he was one, Bunchie Gray was well known, Memphis T
Garrison lived down the street from us, and Michael Smith's father was well known. All the men in the
neighborhood raised the kids, we just knew. Reverend Ritchie was there, so we just knew of them. Joe
Slash of course across the street, John Scott, some of the others. They watched us grow up and
admonished us. I remember, my most I guess picturesque memory is when Mr. Zigler would come home
from work with his lunch pail and all the kids would just run to him and welcoming daddy home.
Kelli Johnson:
That's beautiful.
William Smith:
We had a lot of good male figures that just stayed with the family. It was rough and my father worked
two or three jobs, we didn't realize we didn't have a lot, but he worked the jobs and all the men were
well known, admired.
Kelli Johnson:
That's wonderful. In particular to your family, did you all have any special traditions in the family, like
birthday traditions or holiday traditions? Anything with the church?
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William Smith:
Yeah. One of the traditions we had was each year, each summer we would go visit my cousins in
Pittsburgh, and that evidently had to be a big thing, they had to save up for that. We would go in the car,
the four boys, three at one time, Chucky was born much later, and the two girls would be taken with my
Uncle Charles on the train.
Kelli Johnson:
Interesting.
William Smith:
We never got to ride the train, because the girls got to ride the train. We always wanted to do that, in
fact I didn't ride trains until I was an adult, the first time I rode one. But we would go to Pittsburgh at
least once a year and visit our cousins, and my father thought that was very important. We'd also go to
Columbus to visit my mother's side of the family. But one of the major traditions was on Sunday
afternoon we would have dinner at mama's house, it was my grandmother lived about a block away,
Miss Negley, Grace Negley was her name and her husband was my step-grandfather, but he was always
the one I knew. We would have Sunday dinner on Sunday after church, that was tradition.
Kelli Johnson:
That's beautiful. So you said your father worked several jobs, what did he do for a living and what did
your mom do?
William Smith:
Well, my father was a sergeant in the Army during the Korean War, and when we got back he had to, he
worked as a painter, he painted homes. That was one of the things he did, and also he worked at
Anderson Newton's, Anderson Newton was a custodian there until my grandfather got him a job at the
post office, he was a postal worker for the rest of his life, great benefits and he was very fortunate to
have a job like that. My mother would occasionally work in homes as a domestic, especially around
school time, to get us clothes and things like that. But she would have homes that she would go,
especially after we got into school, once or twice a week and clean and make additional money.
Kelli Johnson:
Did you and your siblings, did you ever, did you guys work, did you work to help out?
William Smith:
Oh, yeah. We worked, we were never required to contribute to the household, but when we made
money we could have the things that we liked to have. So I worked a paper route from a very young age,
we had a paper route, all the boys my age, we had paper routes around the neighborhood. Then I
worked at a place called the Garden Restaurant as a dishwasher, that was in high school I think. That
was hard work, I'll never forget the first day, I almost fell asleep at the table when we got ready to have
our lunch. I was just worn out, because we washed them by hand and that whole bit. Then I worked at
Ansberry & Johnson as a salesman during college. So I worked pretty much from a young age.
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah, me too. I did the same. So do you feel like your family was financially comfortable at the time?
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William Smith:
I think that they became that, but I was never really aware that we had a lot. We just knew we had more
than some, and we were just seen as probably in neighborhoods as being middle class. But when you
look back, probably not. He had to work so many jobs to do that and was never, not at home as much as
we would, as you want a father to be. So we lived comfortably because he had that work ethic, that's
that generation that took care, they took care of things. So we were comfortable in that. We had
clothes, we had to do hand-me-downs, my oldest brother, I always got his jeans, but that was a given.
William Smith:
We actually had to repair the jeans, we had a kit for the knees, and so you put a patch on it, everybody
knew how to put patches on their clothes and stuff like that. We had a chest of drawers, it was four
drawers and there were jeans in every drawer, depending on whose it was. They just passed them right
down.
Kelli Johnson:
I remember when I was growing up, because I just kept getting taller, I didn't get bigger around, but I
kept getting taller, so my mother would add ribbon to the bottom of my jeans so that I could keep
wearing them. You said your first job was the paper route?
William Smith:
Yes.
Kelli Johnson:
So how old were you when you started doing that?
William Smith:
I probably was about eight or nine. I know the way the paper routes ran then, you would collect on
Friday and Saturday, 55-cents, I remember 55-cents for the person that took it all week, that was the
morning paper is what I did. They had an evening paper called the Advertiser. We'd go collect that 55 or
45-cents and I remember some of the patrons would hide behind the door and not come out, because
they didn't have it to give us.
William Smith:
I remember my brother went to 4H camp one week and I was a businessman, and this lady across the
street would always be hiding, so I just cut her paper off. She called my mother and my mom asked me, I
said, "I cut her paper off because she wasn't paying." They laughed about that. So she had to pay that
55-cents to get her paper. I remember that, I used to get tickled about it. But we'd meet all the
neighbors down, because it was on 9th Avenue where we lived, and we lived on 1629, and we had from
16th Street to 20th Street to pass the paper. I had 55-some customers, it was a big route.
Kelli Johnson:
That's the Herald-Dispatch?
William Smith:
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Yeah, that was Dispatch, that was the morning paper. In winters, we would have the snow and we had a
little red wagon, we'd pull them up the street in a sled in the snow time.
Kelli Johnson:
Wow. So you mentioned the newspaper route and another job, what were the different jobs that you've
held during your life?
William Smith:
Well, one was the dishwasher, that was the second, that was a major one that I guess I got, that I was
working with somebody else. That lasted about three or four years, and I remember because the Garden
was on Charleston Avenue, just about the corner where the pharmacy school is now, and it was a
restaurant that specialized in fried chicken. That lady, her name was Anne, Anne could come in and
she'd tear up a kitchen though. She'd cook the rolls in the morning and we'd come in that first thing
about 5:00 in the morning and the first thing was to clean up the kitchen. She had wrecked that place.
We had to do it all by hand, scrubbing pots and pans and stuff.
William Smith:
It was hard work, and that let me know that I needed to go to college or something. We would also
occasionally help dad with painting, and he would pay us a little money. He told me that probably I
needed to go to college, because I wasn't going to be a painter. But my father could actually paint a
room and not put a drop cloth down and wouldn't spill a thing. He was that good, he could edge up and
whole bit. Just to watch him do that intricate work, him and William Horde.
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah, I was going to say, my Uncle William Horde is the same way.
William Smith:
They worked together, him and Billy Carter was the other one. The three of them would do jobs
together.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, wow. I didn't know that, that's wonderful. Well, you mentioned college, can you tell me about going
to college?
William Smith:
Well, I wanted to go to Hawaii or anywhere, because I just wanted to get out, go out of town, and that
was not affordable. But I went to Marshall, here at Marshall, and our tuition believe it or not was $89 a
semester full-time. Your books, if they ran $50 that was considered expensive. So it was $89 and I
remember the last year dad had me get, because I worked at Ansberry throughout that, he had me get a
loan to finish up. I got a loan for about $400 or $500 at Guaranteed Bank, and I remember paying that
student loan off, because he believed you need to take care of things yourself and so he didn't buy us
cars, none of that stuff. You saved up and did it. That was his generation.
Kelli Johnson:
So what years were you at Marshall?
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William Smith:
I was there from '69, actually I graduated in '69, so '69 to '73.
Kelli Johnson:
Before, because I really want to followup on that note, jump us into our conversation about the civil
rights' era, but I wanted to ask you, you said you were raised a Methodist, you went to Ebenezer, what
part did religion play in your family life?
William Smith:
Oh, that was very, we went every Sunday. It was a given, unless you were sick, but you went to church.
My father would take us, they bought us little church outfits, we had the fedora hats and stuff. Oh, yeah.
It was cute. We did the Christmas plays and Lenora Fulwood was the music director and she directed the
children's choir and she was just excellent, so we really had a good background in that. The Methodist
church is different than Baptist, because every two or three years we would get a different minister
through the conference and so on. I remember the big thing when they joined with the United Brethren
Church, that's when it became the United Methodist Church, and we were part of that.
William Smith:
Then there was the AME Church up the street, the 18th Street, my uncle was a member of that one. But
Methodist church was different, so it was always Methodist. I stayed that way until we got married in
'76 and then we joined First Baptist Church.
Kelli Johnson:
Is that the church that your wife went to?
William Smith:
Yes. She was actually from Leslie, West Virginia, so she was a member of Rome Baptist, when she came
to Marshall she attended First Baptist Church.
Kelli Johnson:
Tell us your lovely wife's name, and we're going to interview her too at a different time.
William Smith:
Her name is, we call her Victoria Smith, but it's Louise Victoria Smith, her maiden name was Winkfield.
So she was a family of 10 kids, six sisters and four brothers. Met her at Marshall in my last two years I
think, the last year or two years at Marshall we met, because she came to Marshall later. We ended up
getting married, and it was off from there.
Kelli Johnson:
Beautiful. Well, we'll followup with some of that later on, but I want to, since we were talking about
Marshall and we really want to focus in on the civil rights' era. So we're talking about maybe even late
'50s, but definitely the '60s and the early '70s. So I have some questions specific to that, but if there's
anything else you ever want to jump in and tell a story you want to tell, please just tell it. Now that I'm
looking at the way I wrote my questions, I'm not sure why I organized them this way. So do you
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remember when you first ... Well, let's do it this way, what specific memories do you have about events
or people or anything around that civil rights' era?
William Smith:
I remember when we were growing up, there were certain places we were not allowed to go. We knew
about segregation. The only theater, we had three theaters downtown, it was the Palace, the Orpheum
and the Keith Albee, the only one that Black people were allowed to go in when I was very young was
the Orpheum Theater up in the balcony. Then later, the Keith Albee opened to us, but the Palace never
did. The Palace was always closed to us, and that's where the Disney movies were shown. We always
wanted to go see Snow White and Peter Pan and all that stuff, the only way we could do it, we'd go to
the East Drive-In, which was the only drive-in that Black people could go to, it was right here on Route
60 where HI&G is now.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, okay.
William Smith:
It was a big treat, because a carload of us with dad and he'd take us and go to see the Disney movies. I
think they showed two or three movies at night, but by the third one we were all asleep, so they took us
home. But that's one, I remember segregation, there was certain places you couldn't go. When we went
to the drive-in, the swings were in front of the screen during dusk, the kids would go play, we could not
do that, the White kids go play, but we had to wait in the car and so on.
William Smith:
So I remember those kinds of things. We also had a swimming pool, which is still here, that's the only
pool operating in the city, except maybe for Guyandotte, that was built in 1952 or '53 as a means of
having a place for Black children to swim, because the Olympic pool was closed to us as well as the
Freeman, we weren't allowed to go. So we were aware of the separation, where you lived, where you
weren't supposed to go. Milton had that airplane that you could see, but you could never be in Milton
after dark. Barboursville you didn't go to, but there was one or two Black families that lived in
Barboursville, but you didn't go to Barboursville. Guyandotte was closed off, so we had our own area
that businesses flourished. The Bison's Club was there and some of, my uncle owned a place called the
Spot.
Kelli Johnson:
I've heard of the Spot.
William Smith:
Billy's Beer Garden, that type of thing, some of the businesses there. So that I remember, and I
remember the last two places that segregated, that we marched on was Bailey's Cafeteria and the White
Pantry, where the library is now is the White Pantry. Now, nobody really wanted to go to the White
Pantry, but it was the principle. I remember as a child, I must have been nine or 10, I was allowed to go
march with the NAACP on the White Pantry, it was the last one. Bailey's finally opened up said, "You can
come in," but nobody really wanted to. They figured it out. "You can come in, we'll leave you alone."
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William Smith:
So I remember the White Pantry, when we marched on that, they would open the door and let all the
people come in that filled the place up, then lock the door and then set off a teargas bomb. We just
went through, because this was a nonviolent protest, my first memory of that is I got locked into the
place, they didn't know I was there, and Phil Carter was in there. I didn't know who Phil was, but I found
out later. He had that voice of his, he said, "Wait a minute, let this child out. He is not going to be in here
when you do that, let him ..." They pushed me out the door and I was mad, because I wanted to be in to
see what the teargas was like. I was at that age. But I remember my parents allowing us to go march.
Kelli Johnson:
So you and your friends or your siblings?
William Smith:
Yeah, siblings and friends. I don't remember who I was marching with that day, but I was not the only
child there. I think that my mother was with us, and I know my sister was too. So they were very
involved in that. In fact, my mother went to the March on Washington with King, and I remember
meeting the bus at Scott Center and her and Bessie McLean and Mardella Taylor and some of the old
ladies went, because the men had to work, they couldn't go. I remember watching television trying to
find mom in the crowd. I know she was there, we just couldn't see her in the crowd. So whatever that
was, I think it was what, 1962 or '63? I can't remember.
Kelli Johnson:
I was going to say '65.
William Smith:
Maybe in '65, it may have been '65. Yeah, because Lyndon Johnson was president.
Kelli Johnson:
So you mentioned the NAACP, were your parents members? Were you members?
William Smith:
My parents were members. They didn't have a youth part of it that I recall. Our biggest organization we
were in was the 4H, and there was a lady named Erma Jeffrey, she was blind and she was the sponsor
and she would have meetings. Erma was most, Miss Jeffrey was probably the most independent person.
When you talked to her, she could run that, and the kids knew not to mess with her. But she would do
brail, we'd watch her do brail, because she would put the little brail thing on and do brail and felt like
that. But she knew who was talking to you and you really respected her, but Erma Jeffrey would run that
thing and come by herself without assistance to have the meetings up above the funeral, McLean's
Funeral Home is where we had our meetings, above that on the top floor.
Kelli Johnson:
So I'll get back to NAACP in a minute, but the 4H, so was it a traditional 4H?
William Smith:
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Well, it was, but it was segregated. We had the Black 4H and we would go to Davis Creek Camp once a
year and all the Black kids would go that were old enough to go to camp, would go and spend a week at
Davis Creek Camp.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, wow.
William Smith:
Yeah, that was big.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, yeah. I can imagine.
William Smith:
All of us, the whole neighborhood was involved in the 4H. That lasted way until my junior year of junior
high, we would have the 4H Club meet once a week and all the boys would take cooking, because we
liked to do that, and we would meet down at the Appalachian Power Company, they let us use their
kitchen, and they would teach us how to cook things like that.
Kelli Johnson:
So the NAACP, from your recollection, were there meetings? What was the NAACP like in Huntington in
the '60s?
William Smith:
They were very active, and because of segregation, they were doing the integration thing. They
organized the sit-ins and marches against the White Pantry, the theaters and all that. That's where I
remember, that was a major focus of that organization at the time was to fight segregation. I don't recall
meeting people who were segregationists, the Whites, but we knew of John Beckwith who ran B&B
Market, who was a big one about. He didn't want Black folks in there, he didn't let them work there. I
think finally they gave a job to one, but we would line up, we were talking about having a boycott of
B&B. Well, B&B was the biggest market and that was a big controversy, because how could we survive
without the kind of prices we could get there? Because they would have mark down Friday and that was
when the meat was marked down, and Black folks would line up, wait until 5:00 for the meat to mark
down before they go into the market to get the meat.
Kelli Johnson:
Where was that market located?
William Smith:
That was where Kroger is now.
Kelli Johnson:
Okay, on 5th Avenue.
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William Smith:
It was B&B Market, it was the biggest one, and he allowed you to shop there, but you could not, didn't
work there. So we were talking, I remember the talk around the table about whether we were going to
boycott or not. Bunchie Gray was boycotting, and some of the other leaders were not, because it would
handicap us. So that went on for a while and I think it was mainly because he wouldn't allow anyone to
work there, he did allow us to shop, but not to work. So that was a big issue.
Kelli Johnson:
You mentioned some of the leaders, do you have any specific remembrances of Mrs. Garrison?
William Smith:
I just remember her as a kind lady, we saw her when we were walking the neighborhood. I think when I
knew her, she was getting older. But from what I've read about her, how she was involved in the
national and that type of thing, she did more of the national than I remember her locally.
Kelli Johnson:
So the local leaders were Bunchie Gray.
William Smith:
Yeah, and Phil Carter, some of the Marshall kids. She organized them, she would meet with them almost
once a week in her kitchen. I remember her specifically about that. There was a Mr. Hazelwood, I just
vaguely remember him, that was involved with NAACP, and of course the churches were. Reverent
Mitchell at 16th Street, of course Reverend Smith at First Baptist. Our pastors were so transient, they
weren't as involved at the Methodist Church as they were the others.
Kelli Johnson:
So you mentioned Phil Carter, and I can't remember the specific dates when he was at Marshall, but it
seems like you had a little bit of overlap or something. I know that he was involved in quite a bit that
had to deal with desegregation in Huntington. What are some of your memories of Marshall and the
students and their involvement?
William Smith:
When I went to Marshall, I think it was in 1969, and we were doing a lot of protesting. Marshall was
very, all the Black kids knew each other, there was not a lot of us there, but we all knew each other, we
would party on weekends, that type of thing. But John Shellcroft, and I can't think of that guy's ... We
marched on Old Main, because we wanted a place, they were going to build a new student center, and
the old student center, Shawkey Center upstairs, we had a place we played cards and met, the White
kids did, and they were going to build this new student center and they had not thought about us.
William Smith:
So we had a march through Old Main, we carried bricks, and I remember carrying bricks and we
marched from the back door through the front door, and we put the bricks and built a little place. So
finally, they did, they conceded to do that. That's why we ended up having a place, and it was
downstairs I think, we could meet and eventually the African-American Student Center, that's where we
had our place. But they made it smaller then, because it was big enough for us to come in and eat. I
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think the concept last to the day, because they had someone manning that from the time it opened, and
now they're talking about diversity and having places for the kids to be in their area.
Kelli Johnson:
That's wonderful. So we talked a little bit about talks about boycotts and marches, can you maybe talk a
little bit more about any specific boycotts or marches that you remember?
William Smith:
There was one that didn't last, didn't have to last long, because they took care of it, but the theaters
were owned by one family, it was a Jewish family if I'm not mistaken, I can't think of, the name will come
to me later, how you get. But we were going to boycott the theaters because they would not open the
Palace to us, and finally they eventually did open the Palace. Then maybe the Hyman's was the name,
but the Hyman's took over and I think that's when they opened up the theater. Before that, I'm not sure
who owned all three, but the Hyman's did and they opened up to Blacks to all theaters. So that was a
boycott, and like I said, they discussed the boycott, because they effectiveness of it, they discussed it for
the B&B Market.
William Smith:
Another thing, we didn't have a lot of, the buses, I don't recall being required to sit in the back of the
bus, the bus was always open. Even as kids, we rode the bus up and down town, and so segregation had
its pockets of it, and the pools were closed and so on, but not to the point that you might hear from
some of the Southern states. It was still there, it's just this community worked a little bit closer together
and it was not as difficult to get things done as I think it might have been in other places. People were
not just so dug in that they couldn't.
William Smith:
But I don't recall a lot of police brutality. I know that we did sit-ins at the high school, when I was a high
school student, we would do sit-ins at Huntington High. I'll never forget the time, the racial tension had
gotten so bad at the high school and I think ours was a reaction to what was going on in the community,
I can't remember what it was about, but all the Black kids left school. I was in my last period of class with
my best friend Robert Lewis, we were the only two Blacks in school. My mother came to get us and then
called down and said, they asked was I in class. The teacher said, "Yes." She said, "His mother's here, can
you send him and Robert Lewis up to the office?
William Smith:
That's when I found out all the Black kids were missing school, we were the only ones who walked
home, so we might have been murdered that day. She said, "Did you not know?" I said, "I didn't know
what was going on." The other memory of high school that I had about segregation is Robert Byrd came
to speak to the student body, and it was when the SDS was big and he was there to tell us not to be
members of the SDS, because we were going to go to college after that or whatever, because it was
Communists or whatever it was. So we got, everybody did their research and of course Robert Byrd was
in the Ku Klux Klan, and so we had decided we were going to walk out on him, us and the Jewish kids.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, wow.
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William Smith:
Which we did, we did walk out of the auditorium when he was speaking, because they got up and asked
a question about him being a member and he struck back the wrong way. We just all got up and walked
out. I remember the teachers were torn about whether it was the right thing to do and some of them
were mad at us, we didn't get in trouble, but I remember this teacher Helen Rose Browning, she said,
"You don't have to sit and listen to that crap from him. You did the right thing."
Kelli Johnson:
Was she a White lady, a Black lady?
William Smith:
She was a White lady.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, wow.
William Smith:
I loved her, she was great. I had her as a teacher for English and she was just one of, she wasn't Jewish,
but she was very, very, pretty liberal, and she understood the concept. We got a chance to talk about
some of those things in class, it was interesting. One student saying that, "Well, if we could just be
patient, everything doesn't have to happen at one time." I remember saying to him, "We're tired of just
sitting and not doing. If we wait for everybody to feel like doing it, we'll never get it done." I remember
talking about it in a humanities' class I had. He was White, he was a friend of mine, but he just couldn't
understand the push for integration, "Just be patient."
William Smith:
No, it doesn't happen by itself, you have to push for those kinds of things. I don't think at that time we
understood the ramifications of integration and how it might, it had its upside and downside, how we
might have lost our identity. That became a discussion later as it was happening, and it was one that I
don't think we fully understood. We understand now, because we value diversity, we talk about those
things. At the time, we were going through just integration meant we were going to be equal, and it
really didn't mean that. It didn't get that way, you had to fight for the equality part now, and we can see
that just with other minorities, not just Blacks, but anybody else comes, immigration and so on, that
equality, and equity, is a different fight than just integration.
Kelli Johnson:
That's beautifully said. I love when you said, so in high school when you did the protest and you walked
out on Robert C Byrd, it was the Black students and the Jewish students. So did you, as two minorities in
the community, did you often band together? Did you talk and do things together?
William Smith:
There was some conversations with the adults too. When First Baptist burned, the first church there on
the corner of 8th Street and 6th Avenue, they had a fire, while they were rebuilding, the Jewish
synagogue allowed them to have their services on Sunday morning. I remember, I wasn't a member at
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the time, but when the church was finally ready for them to occupy that Sunday morning, they marched
from the synagogue over to the First Baptist Church.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, wow.
William Smith:
So there was a lot of talk, similarities about. That's why when I look nationally and I see some of the
conflict between the Jewish and the Black communities, especially when Malcolm X came in, that was
foreign to us because we had a good relationship with the Jewish community in Huntington. It was really
foreign to me. But when you read about it and see where he was coming from, what was going on, you
understood, but at the time he came on the scene, they were pitting him against Martin Luther King and
so on, and how they did that. So we were trying to figure out why would Malcolm X be so antisemitic in
his approach? But you have to read the history and see what was going on with some of that.
Kelli Johnson:
Well, that leads me to, I know one of my questions, the questions have to do with the national news, so
how people around here consumed the national news and what your thoughts were on what was
happening nationally and the national figures.
William Smith:
Primarily, our news came from the paper, everybody took the morning or evening paper and they would
tell us that the morning paper was more Republican oriented, the evening paper was more Democratic.
But as kids, we didn't really understand the nuance. The other thing of course was the news, the kids
didn't like news on television, but that's where the folks got their news from. I know that we probably
woke up and watched news more when King was active in the boycotts in the South, so that was
extremely important, interesting to us. So we knew who he was and what was going on.
William Smith:
I remember how, when the names King and the Kennedy's and so on came together, I remember when
Kennedy was killed, I was in 9th grade algebra class. I just couldn't understand the assassination of a
president. When that news came about, you could hear a pin drop in the school, it was just, "What in
the world is going on?" I look back in history and I did not realize that he was shot so early in his
presidency, I didn't realize he was on there, what?
Kelli Johnson:
160 days or something.
William Smith:
That short time, and he had such an influence by just the way he behaved himself and what he believed
in, he and his brother and so on. So those three murders that happened almost in a row, later with King,
of course King was much later, just floored me. Just that made me understand how important this all
was and how much I guess resistance there was to integration. I see now it's coming to a head, that
never went away, it just went underground, this fear that the Black folks, the people of color are going
to take over and treat them probably the way they treated us.
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Kelli Johnson:
You said something earlier about some people saying, "What's the urgency right now? Can't you just be
patient?" I think about, I've had similar conversations with people recently, and that's 40, 50 years.
William Smith:
If you wait for people to feel like moving, they're never going to do the right thing. You can't wait. I think
I see the same thing with this inoculation, you wait for people to feel like doing it, they're not going to.
Kelli Johnson:
They're not going to do it, yeah. So when you were talking about school, one of the things that I thought
about, some other people that I interviewed said that elementary school and middle school, they felt
safe and they didn't really have any issues, but then when they ended up going to high school, and these
are folks, they went to Huntington High, they didn't go to Douglass, so it wasn't that safe space of the
all-Black school, so when they went to the integrated high school that's when they started feeling their
disparities. Did you have similar experiences?
William Smith:
Yes. Our elementary and junior high schools, they were more neighborhood, so our school's majority
minority kids. Now, Oley had, Oley was in a place where there was Blacks and Whites in poverty. I
wouldn't say they were all in poverty, but they didn't have a lot. So that coming together was different,
because Oley had its racial tension. Well, the high school of course was bigger, because it was two of
them in the city and they were both, one had most of the Blacks in it, but it was still a minority. So yeah,
that racial tension came because of, I remember when Cammack, Cammack had to integrate, that was a
junior high school, and there was a fuss about that because Oley closed and Lincoln closed and they sent
the Blacks to Cammack.
William Smith:
Well, the White folks thought that was ruining their reputation, that kind of thing. So the elementary
school, I went to an all-Black elementary school until grade-6 when I went to Simms, which was
integrated. So that's I think what they saw was that, moving from segregation to an integration. That's
why I think we, at that age, we just didn't understand the whole impact of what that was and how that
personally affected us and White people too, about having to be in the same place. We were forced to
be in the same place, so there was tension because they didn't know who we were, we didn't know who
they were. We had certain things about what White folks were like and they had certain things about
what Black folks were like.
William Smith:
So we just had to, we were dealing with something that the teachers weren't ready to help us deal with.
We didn't get to talk about it, we didn't have anybody who could talk about it to us, to really help us
understand it. I think sometimes we in history lose the idea that we've learned something through
coming through it that we didn't know when we started it, so we started ... When you think about
somebody, "Let's be patient," it was probably the fear about, "I don't know what's going to happen
here."
Kelli Johnson:
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Yeah, yeah. Can I ease into it? Don't do it all at once.
William Smith:
So that's the feeling that I got at the junior high level. Elementary, like I said, everybody was Black. I
remember when they integrated the teaching staff, I had a lady named Miss Nachum, it was my 4th
grade teacher, loved her to death, she was a Jewish lady and she just really was good with the kids, but
that was a big thing of having a White teacher. We never had that before.
Kelli Johnson:
Wow. Okay, let me make sure that I ... We touched on this a little bit before, just in some of the things
that you had said, it seemed like in Huntington women had a large role. It seemed like it was women,
the churches and college students had a really big role in the civil rights' movement in Huntington. Was I
hearing things right? Is that the way you look at it?
William Smith:
Definitely, yes. Because the women were at home in the neighborhood, the men had to work, and most
men worked two or three jobs because they didn't, you couldn't make enough to do it, so they were
never there to be involved in that. I don't know whether just because they thought it was women's
work, I don't think they thought that, I just think the structure of the family was that's the breadwinner,
because women couldn't get jobs. Most of the women, like I said, they worked as domestics. In fact,
Huntington had, I think you can find the Chamber of Commerce years ago back in the '50s, bragged
about how there was a plethora of domestics who were good domestics in Huntington. That was one of
the selling points of moving to Huntington is all the Black women worked in somebody's home.
Kelli Johnson:
Interesting.
William Smith:
So when you think about Washington Square, the projects they call it, all those women that have a
single family, single-parent family, worked in the homes of some White person somewhere in the Park
and so on. My mother worked for Dr. Scott, who was Scott Orthopedics.
Kelli Johnson:
Oh, yeah.
William Smith:
She raised those boys and little Betsy. I remember we met them, we'd play occasionally, but it was never
like we were best buddies and stuff. So you just knew, and so they had their families that they took care
of the families.
Kelli Johnson:
Well, the women are the strongest anyways, that's just me.
William Smith:
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They did, they knew what was important and made decisions about the kids, about what they would do.
The father's would be involved in Little League Baseball, the sports' stuff, but the women took care of
making sure we went to the 4H Club and did the things at the church and all those things that really
helped us become independent human beings, getting involved in plays and the Scott Center had the
singing Christmas tree and all that kind of stuff. The CDIC, Childhood Development something, it was
where the kids learned to do performances and tap dance and plays and things like that. My sister was
involved in that, they would make costumes to do their thing and we would use the costumes for trickor-treat. She would dress us up in the costumes for trick-or-treat, that they would not use, they were
finished with at the CDIC performances.
Kelli Johnson:
That's cool.
William Smith:
Yeah, so they saw to it that they had the same advantages that the White kids had. One of the big issues
was the Majorettes at Huntington High School, the first Black Majorette was Anne Rice, and we had to
fight for that, that was a big fight for that. But the reason why the Black kids couldn't be Majorettes was
because you had to go to the Nancy's School of Dance. But you couldn't either afford to or it was
designed so we couldn't go. So our parents would help us develop those kinds of skills and performance
skills through other means, and so they were just as qualified as Nancy's School of Dance. They finally let
Anne Rice become a cheerleader at Huntington High School, I mean a Majorette rather.
Kelli Johnson:
... Ridgeway, she was a Majorette too, wasn't she?
William Smith:
She went to Douglass. See, that was another factor, the school was, Douglass was closing so all the
Blacks went to Huntington High, and so the same opportunities we had playing football, we played
football, not as bad because Black kids, they allowed the boys to play football, but the girls didn't have
those opportunities because the doors got closed when they integrated.
Kelli Johnson:
Did you play any sports?
William Smith:
No, my brothers did.
Kelli Johnson:
Did they?
William Smith:
Yeah. I was not the sports' person. That was another thing my father said, "You'll go to college, you're
not going to play sports." But Bobby played basketball, he played football. I did run track, and I was good
at tumbling and gymnastics, I was good at that. But there was not the next step, where parents could
afford. Now they take their kids to do that, but I was good at that, I was very good at that kind of thing.
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Kelli Johnson:
My uncle was the same, he took all the classes, he was the brain, he wasn't the brawn. Okay, let me see
how we're doing on time, because I'd like to keep it to about an hour and we can always followup some
other time if we wanted to. Okay, there are probably two or three things I want to make sure that I
address. How do you feel that the civil rights' era and the things that you were involved in, how did they
shape who you are, what you did? Because we haven't even talked about your career, how did the civil
rights' era shape who you are now and who you became?
William Smith:
Well, I think to me it made me understand how important it was to be steadfast, do what's right. Now,
through my career, that was the biggest thing. I always tell staff this and I was even just talking about
what the board just went through, and I would say to the staff, "You're going to be in a leadership
position, there are going to be people that believe, that like what you do and there are going to be
people who don't like what you do, no matter what it is. You best be on the right side. So always do the
right thing, even if it seems you're standing up in front of a lot of people and they're combative and that
type of thing, if you do what's right, you never have to apologize for what you do." Especially for kids.
William Smith:
So I remember my first experience of doing something like that where I got angry, because it was a
discrimination thing, but anyway, when I worked at Ansberry & Johnson, there were kids that were
White and I was the only Black person working there until Muriel Jared joined me. We were in the car
and this coworker of mine said, "My father met you ..." and he was just talking, "My father met you and
he said, 'Who's that nigger in the car?'" That went through me like how dare him, first of all, tell me? But
how dare his father even say such a thing? I was in college at the time, I was at Marshall, and so I
thought about it and it bothered me.
William Smith:
Finally, is said, "Well ..." I just wrote his father a letter, and I did, I just laid it out, just wrote a letter and I
sent it to him and I told him. He was so mad at me.
Kelli Johnson:
The coworker or the dad or both?
William Smith:
The coworker, that I sent the letter. I told him, I thought to myself, "You know what? He needed to
know." So I didn't apologize at all for it, he fell out with me and I fell out, that's okay, I wasn't going to go
on vacation with him, I didn't care. But that I think solidified me of saying sometimes you just have to
say, "It is what it is." You go through as a kid wanting to be liked, wanting to fit in, that type of thing, it
helped me understand, as one of my bosses called me one time, a maverick. Sometimes you just had to
be a maverick.
William Smith:
I think that's what the civil rights' era taught me, that there are certain things that you had to take a
stand with, and even if it's not popular, you have to take a stand and whatever happens, happens. So
that's my superintendency, when I dealt with stuff like that, I'd say, "It is what it is."
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Kelli Johnson:
There you go. So I think I need to pause and mention for the recording that you taught school, and then I
think, I don't know your whole career history, I know you taught school and you ended up as the
superintendent of schools. What went on in between there?
William Smith:
Well, I taught at Huntington High, that was my first, my student teaching was at Oley Junior High School,
and I knew from that experience that I didn't want to do junior high. So when I got the call to go to
Huntington High, I said, "Yes, absolutely." So I got a chance to teach with some of the teachers that I was
under, and so I taught there about four or five years. Then I went to Central Offices as supervisor for
gifted education, I was taking classes and getting the master's degree and so on. I got a master's in that
and I'd supervise gifted ed and brought that on board. Get some, there should be bottled water in the
refrigerator.
Kelli Johnson:
Sorry about that.
William Smith:
That's okay. So I did that for how many years in that department? But that was developed through the
state, we had gifted programs. So one of the big things was we had just about all White, very few Blacks,
so we knew something was wrong with that. So they started looking at the underrepresented and gifted,
and instead of using the IQ test, we looked at other things.
Kelli Johnson:
That was the state?
William Smith:
That was a state program. It was under the special ed department in the state, it still exists, but it's
changed a little bit. So I did that for a while, then I worked in personnel for a year, professional
personnel as an HR person, and then I went to assistant superintendent of curriculum and staff training,
and from there became superintendent of schools.
Kelli Johnson:
You were superintendent for how many years?
William Smith:
12 years.
Kelli Johnson:
12 years, and you are happily retired now?
William Smith:
Happily retired.
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Kelli Johnson:
Do you remember when the Civil Rights Act was passed? Do you have any memories that, '64? Was it
'64? Yeah.
William Smith:
Yeah, '64. I know Lyndon Johnson was there and that was of course a time, Kennedy was assassinated,
and I remember I didn't know as much details, a little about reading about it, about how King had to
force his hand to do it. Because Lyndon Johnson we knew as a conservative from Texas and so on, and
one of the things in our community we were concerned about was would he be as progressive as
Kennedy was, because he had conservative roots and he was from Texas and so on. So he did things that
we did not expect him to do.
Kelli Johnson:
He was an interesting character.
William Smith:
He took some stands that we did not expect him to do, but he had that thing, people were saying, "We
need to wait, we don't need to do it too quickly." I think finally King convinced him that it needed to be
done. So the voting rights, that's why that's so important to me now about voting rights and so on, that
concern me greatly, that what we fought for, what we did, what happened then. Because there was a
lot of violence during that whole time, the sit-ins and so on, people in the South got killed. We knew
about the kids going down, college kids going down south and lining up people to vote and were killed
and that type of thing.
William Smith:
So I always, I remember the first year I got to vote was I think 1970, I was 18 years old and that was my
first time to vote. I remember talking to the church at Ebenezer, they led the little youth day, and I was
telling them how important it was to vote. I have not missed an election from that time on to this. I
know that's how important it is, and I always say to people that don't vote, and I say, "Do they realize
what happened? What we had to go through to get that?" Now, as I look back in history and learn more
about it, why that's so important and how much resistance there was for us to vote, and that's what's
happening with the Republican Party now sitting, gerrymandering it, all that stuff.
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah. We've got some big changes I think coming to the state. Okay, I'm going to finish up with this
question, but again like I said, if there's anything more you want to add or any other story that you want
to tell, please do so. So say you could go back to the 1960s, is there anything that you would do
differently regarding your actions or your attitude with people around you?
William Smith:
Oh, gosh. Knowing what I know now, what would I do differently? Oh.
Kelli Johnson:
Bam, I left the big one for the end.

william smith (Completed 09/07/22)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 20 of 23

This transcript was exported on Sep 08, 2022 - view latest version here.
William Smith:
Oh, gosh. How to even prepare us for this time? I think our plates were so full back then, but we just
didn't understand exactly the meaning of it, the ramifications of it. It would have been, it would be great
to be able to talk about what integration meant and why we were doing it, and getting us to understand
what we were going to encounter later. If we had more time to do that, I think we might have changed
some of the trajectory of today. But I don't think we could have avoided what we're dealing with now.
William Smith:
We did drive it underground and there was a sense of victory there, at least saying, "Okay, you can
believe that, but shut up and do what's right." But now we're dealing with that decay that we're dealing
with now, the folks are, that even though we thought that if we just came together and people would
get to know one another, it would be a big kumbaya moment saying, "We're all human and we're just in
this together." It ain't that way. That to me, and that's what I think the Scriptures meant by, when God
said, "When God changes the heart ..." Only God can do that, that all of those things, that even though
we know what the right thing is, these evangelical Christians continue to do the wrong kinds of things.
William Smith:
They continue to separate and to tell people that these people are bad and we're good, and nobody
knows what love really is. So that, I understand what that means by how God changes over a period of
time, so we have to be patient. But if I could do something different, I think I would probably do more
organizing youth to help understand that, because they're the ones that came later. We saw the adults,
but we really didn't have the time, the chance to interact with the adults, to get an understanding of
what they were doing and what we should be doing.
Kelli Johnson:
That's beautiful. Thank you. Is there anything else that you want to add? That was a beautiful place, I
don't know.
William Smith:
I can't think of anything right now, but yeah. When you asked me about how it molded me, it gave me
such a backbone of somehow you just have to stand. My mother was like, I have to share this story
because this is how she grew up, there was this kid and we were best buddies, Buzzy and I, we were
best buddies and we played, but every so often we'd get into this argument, get into a fight like kids do,
and he would chase me home with a stick. My mother would talk to me, she said, "You're going to have
to stand up to him one day."
William Smith:
So one day came, so Buzzy and I had this argument and he picked up a stick and I come running home,
my mother was at the front door, we had a glass front door, she locked the door, click. I remember
trying to get in and then I jumped over the banister and ran to the back, click. I turned around, so I
picked up a stick and we had it out. After that, I took on the Zigler's, it didn't make any difference. I took
them all on and said, "Fight me." I don't pick a fight, but I will stand up. I think that was what my mother
taught me and the neighborhood taught you, sometimes you just had to stand up for what's right. Even
if you had to take a lick or two, there ain't nothing wrong with that.
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William Smith:
So as superintendent, people said, "Oh, he's so nice." But sometimes ... I'll never forget the parents I've
had to encounter sometimes that would be on the wrong side of what the kids were doing, we had an
issue with this kid ... This doesn't have to be on tape.
Kelli Johnson:
I can stop it if you want.
William Smith:
No, no.
Kelli Johnson:
As long as there's no names, I think we're fine.
William Smith:
We were sitting in an expulsion meeting and this kid was just, he would leave school, just carrying on, so
we needed to do something different with him. So this mother said, "What would you do?" She was
raising Cain, "What would you do if your kid came home with dirt on his clothes?" Because he'd come
down the hill from Huntington High, I said, "Well, ma'am, there's a reason why there's not a barbed wire
fence around this school, your son knows he's supposed to be in school and if my kid came home with
dirt on his clothes, I'd beat his behind and take him right back up and say if he leaves the school again
before the bell rings ..." That's what I would do. She asked.
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah. I remember when I still lived in California and I had a stepson living with me at that time and I had
to go to the school for something for him, and I was talking to the principal and they finally had, it was
mostly Black neighborhood, Black and Hispanic neighborhood, and they finally had a Black middle
principal, so we were like, "This is wonderful." So I had to go up and get my stepson for something, I
don't know what he had done. I was talking to the principal and he was like, "Well, go on and take him
home, but I'll tell you, little so-and-so got in trouble too and their grandmother came up and the
grandmother came up to the office, looked at the principal and said, 'Hand me your belt.'" He said, "Yes,
ma'am." Handed over his belt, she said, "Now, you can wait out there."
William Smith:
My mother did that with Bobby. He came home one day in the middle of the day, that was the only day I
was sick, I remember, and he came home and just sat inside with a teacher, he got into trouble. He
came home, my mother said, "What are you doing home?" He was telling, "She such and such." My
mother took the belt and whipped his butt and said, "You get your butt back to school. Come in here
embarrassing the family like this."
Kelli Johnson:
I probably won't have this, but I remember when my kids were little and I was whupping them for
something, and my mother came in like she was about to beat the snot out of me. She said, "You know
what? I whupped you with a belt, but you do not hit my grandchildren." I said, "Lady, you need to go."
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William Smith:
They get crazy about the grandchildren.
Kelli Johnson:
Yeah.
William Smith:
But it's the truth. My mother would wear us out in a minute.
Kelli Johnson:
Well, we'll probably end on that note.
William Smith:
But I think people have their things about punishing kids and so on, but there are certain times when
you have to be, and if you don't, your kid gets to where he doesn't really ... That's where I think you
understand there's a limit, there's right and wrong, and sometimes you have to do that.
Kelli Johnson:
There's a very distinct difference between discipline and abuse, I believe. Yeah, yeah.
Speaker 3:
No, Kaylee, I'm going to whup your ass.
Kelli Johnson:
Okay, well, I'm going to do this now, and I'm going to cut that little piece. I'm going to have somebody
do it, because you know I don't do technology. Okay, well, we'll do this part. Mr. Smith, thank you so
much for your time. I really, really appreciate it. This is going to be a wonderful thing to add to my
project, so that people now and in the future can learn about what you and the other members, other
Black residents of Huntington experienced in the '60s and '70s. So thank you so much.
William Smith:
I appreciate you doing this, it took me down memory lane, but think about how things mold you, your
experiences mold you.
Kelli Johnson:
I'll tell you like I tell everybody, I've got plenty of these recorders, if anybody just wants to record and
save it for posterity, I'm happy to do that too. Thank you.
William Smith:
Thank you.
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